
Glossary

Abatement cost: See Marginal abatement cost.
Abundance: The total number of individuals of a taxon or taxa in an

area, population, or community. Relative abundance refers to the
total number of individuals of one taxon compared with the total
number of individuals of all other taxa in an area, volume, or com-
munity.

Active adaptive management: See Adaptive management.
Adaptation: Adjustment in natural or human systems to a new or

changing environment. Various types of adaptation can be distin-
guished, including anticipatory and reactive adaptation, private and
public adaptation, and autonomous and planned adaptation.

Adaptive capacity: The general ability of institutions, systems, and
individuals to adjust to potential damage, to take advantage of op-
portunities, or to cope with the consequences.

Adaptive management: A systematic process for continually improv-
ing management policies and practices by learning from the out-
comes of previously employed policies and practices. In active
adaptive management, management is treated as a deliberate experi-
ment for purposes of learning.

Afforestation: Planting of forests on land that has historically not con-
tained forests. (Compare Reforestation.)

Agrobiodiversity: The diversity of plants, insects, and soil biota found
in cultivated systems.

Agroforestry systems: Mixed systems of crops and trees providing
wood, non-wood forest products, food, fuel, fodder, and shelter.

Albedo: A measure of the degree to which a surface or object reflects
solar radiation.

Alien species: Species introduced outside its normal distribution.
Alien invasive species: See Invasive alien species.
Aquaculture: Breeding and rearing of fish, shellfish, or plants in ponds,

enclosures, or other forms of confinement in fresh or marine waters
for the direct harvest of the product.

Benefits transfer approach: Economic valuation approach in which
estimates obtained (by whatever method) in one context are used to
estimate values in a different context.

Binding constraints: Political, social, economic, institutional, or eco-
logical factors that rule out a particular response.

Biodiversity (a contraction of biological diversity): The variability
among living organisms from all sources, including terrestrial, ma-
rine, and other aquatic ecosystems and the ecological complexes of
which they are part. Biodiversity includes diversity within species,
between species, and between ecosystems.

Biodiversity regulation: The regulation of ecosystem processes and
services by the different components of biodiversity.

Biogeographic realm: A large spatial region, within which ecosys-
tems share a broadly similar biota. Eight terrestrial biogeographic
realms are typically recognized, corresponding roughly to continents
(e.g., Afrotropical realm).

Biological diversity: See Biodiversity.
Biomass: The mass of tissues in living organisms in a population, eco-

system, or spatial unit.
Biome: The largest unit of ecological classification that is convenient

to recognize below the entire globe. Terrestrial biomes are typically
based on dominant vegetation structure (e.g., forest, grassland). Eco-
systems within a biome function in a broadly similar way, although
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they may have very different species composition. For example, all
forests share certain properties regarding nutrient cycling, distur-
bance, and biomass that are different from the properties of grass-
lands. Marine biomes are typically based on biogeochemical
properties. The WWF biome classification is used in the MA.

Bioprospecting: The exploration of biodiversity for genetic and bio-
chemical resources of social or commercial value.

Biotechnology: Any technological application that uses biological sys-
tems, living organisms, or derivatives thereof to make or modify
products or processes for specific use.

Biotic homogenization: Process by which the differences between
biotic communities in different areas are on average reduced.

Blueprint approaches: Approaches that are designed to be applicable
in a wider set of circumstances and that are not context-specific or
sensitive to local conditions.

Boundary organizations: Public or private organizations that synthe-
size and translate scientific research and explore its policy implica-
tions to help bridge the gap between science and decision-making.

Bridging organizations: Organizations that facilitate, and offer an
arena for, stakeholder collaboration, trust-building, and conflict res-
olution.

Capability: The combinations of doings and beings from which people
can choose to lead the kind of life they value. Basic capability is the
capability to meet a basic need.

Capacity building: A process of strengthening or developing human
resources, institutions, organizations, or networks. Also referred to
as capacity development or capacity enhancement.

Capital value (of an ecosystem): The present value of the stream of
ecosystem services that an ecosystem will generate under a particular
management or institutional regime.

Capture fisheries: See Fishery.
Carbon sequestration: The process of increasing the carbon content

of a reservoir other than the atmosphere.
Cascading interaction: See Trophic cascade.
Catch: The number or weight of all fish caught by fishing operations,

whether the fish are landed or not.
Coastal system: Systems containing terrestrial areas dominated by

ocean influences of tides and marine aerosols, plus nearshore marine
areas. The inland extent of coastal ecosystems is the line where land-
based influences dominate, up to a maximum of 100 kilometers
from the coastline or 100-meter elevation (whichever is closer to
the sea), and the outward extent is the 50-meter-depth contour. See
also System.

Collaborative (or joint) forest management: Community-based
management of forests, where resource tenure by local communities
is secured.

Common pool resource: A valued natural or human-made resource
or facility in which one person’s use subtracts from another’s use and
where it is often necessary but difficult to exclude potential users
from the resource. (Compare Common property resource.)

Common property management system: The institutions (i.e., sets
of rules) that define and regulate the use rights for common pool
resources. Not the same as an open access system.

Common property resource: A good or service shared by a well-
defined community. (Compare Common pool resource.)
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Community (ecological): An assemblage of species occurring in the
same space or time, often linked by biotic interactions such as com-
petition or predation.

Community (human, local): A collection of human beings who
have something in common. A local community is a fairly small
group of people who share a common place of residence and a set
of institutions based on this fact, but the word ‘community’ is also
used to refer to larger collections of people who have something else
in common (e.g., national community, donor community).

Condition of an ecosystem: The capacity of an ecosystem to yield
services, relative to its potential capacity.

Condition of an ecosystem service: The capacity of an ecosystem
service to yield benefits to people, relative to its potential capacity.

Constituents of well-being: The experiential aspects of well-being,
such as health, happiness, and freedom to be and do, and, more
broadly, basic liberties.

Consumptive use: The reduction in the quantity or quality of a good
available for other users due to consumption.

Contingent valuation: Economic valuation technique based on a sur-
vey of how much respondents would be willing to pay for specified
benefits.

Core dataset: Data sets designated to have wide potential application
throughout the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment process. They
include land use, land cover, climate, and population data sets.

Cost-benefit analysis: A technique designed to determine the feasibil-
ity of a project or plan by quantifying its costs and benefits.

Cost-effectiveness analysis: Analysis to identify the least cost option
that meets a particular goal.

Critically endangered species: Species that face an extremely high
risk of extinction in the wild. See also Threatened species.

Cross-scale feedback: A process in which effects of some action are
transmitted from a smaller spatial extent to a larger one, or vice
versa. For example, a global policy may constrain the flexibility of a
local region to use certain response options to environmental
change, or a local agricultural pest outbreak may affect regional food
supply.

Cultivar (a contraction of cultivated variety): A variety of a plant devel-
oped from a natural species and maintained under cultivation.

Cultivated system: Areas of landscape or seascape actively managed
for the production of food, feed, fiber, or biofuels.

Cultural landscape: See Landscape.
Cultural services: The nonmaterial benefits people obtain from eco-

systems through spiritual enrichment, cognitive development, re-
flection, recreation, and aesthetic experience, including, e.g.,
knowledge systems, social relations, and aesthetic values.

Decision analytical framework: A coherent set of concepts and pro-
cedures aimed at synthesizing available information to help policy-
makers assess consequences of various decision options. DAFs orga-
nize the relevant information in a suitable framework, apply decision
criteria (both based on some paradigms or theories), and thus iden-
tify options that are better than others under the assumptions charac-
terizing the analytical framework and the application at hand.

Decision-maker: A person whose decisions, and the actions that fol-
low from them, can influence a condition, process, or issue under
consideration.

Decomposition: The ecological process carried out primarily by mi-
crobes that leads to a transformation of dead organic matter into
inorganic mater.

Deforestation: Conversion of forest to non-forest.
Degradation of an ecosystem service: For provisioning services, de-

creased production of the service through changes in area over
which the services is provided, or decreased production per unit
area. For regulating and supporting services, a reduction in the benefits
obtained from the service, either through a change in the service or
through human pressures on the service exceeding its limits. For
cultural services, a change in the ecosystem features that decreases the
cultural benefits provided by the ecosystem.

Degradation of ecosystems: A persistent reduction in the capacity to
provide ecosystem services.
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Desertification: land degradation in drylands resulting from various
factors, including climatic variations and human activities.

Determinants of well-being: Inputs into the production of well-
being, such as food, clothing, potable water, and access to knowl-
edge and information.

Direct use value (of ecosystems): The benefits derived from the ser-
vices provided by an ecosystem that are used directly by an eco-
nomic agent. These include consumptive uses (e.g., harvesting
goods) and nonconsumptive uses (e.g., enjoyment of scenic beauty).
Agents are often physically present in an ecosystem to receive direct
use value. (Compare Indirect use value.)

Disability-adjusted life years: The sum of years of life lost due to
premature death and illness, taking into account the age of death
compared with natural life expectancy and the number of years of
life lived with a disability. The measure of number of years lived
with the disability considers the duration of the disease, weighted by
a measure of the severity of the disease.

Diversity: The variety and relative abundance of different entities in a
sample.

Driver: Any natural or human-induced factor that directly or indirectly
causes a change in an ecosystem.

Driver, direct: A driver that unequivocally influences ecosystem proc-
esses and can therefore be identified and measured to differing de-
grees of accuracy. (Compare Driver, indirect.)

Driver, endogenous: A driver whose magnitude can be influenced by
the decision-maker. Whether a driver is exogenous or endogenous
depends on the organizational scale. Some drivers (e.g., prices) are
exogenous to a decision-maker at one level (a farmer) but endoge-
nous at other levels (the nation-state). (Compare Driver, exogenous.)

Driver, exogenous: A driver that cannot be altered by the decision-
maker. (Compare Driver, endogenous.)

Driver, indirect: A driver that operates by altering the level or rate of
change of one or more direct drivers. (Compare Driver, direct.)

Drylands: See Dryland system.
Dryland system: Areas characterized by lack of water, which con-

strains the two major interlinked services of the system: primary pro-
duction and nutrient cycling. Four dryland subtypes are widely
recognized: dry sub-humid, semiarid, arid, and hyperarid, showing
an increasing level of aridity or moisture deficit. See also System.

Ecological character: See Ecosystem properties.
Ecological degradation: See Degradation of ecosystems.
Ecological footprint: An index of the area of productive land and

aquatic ecosystems required to produce the resources used and to
assimilate the wastes produced by a defined population at a specified
material standard of living, wherever on Earth that land may be lo-
cated.

Ecological security: A condition of ecological safety that ensures ac-
cess to a sustainable flow of provisioning, regulating, and cultural
services needed by local communities to meet their basic capabilities.

Ecological surprises: unexpected—and often disproportionately
large—consequence of changes in the abiotic (e.g., climate, distur-
bance) or biotic (e.g., invasions, pathogens) environment.

Ecosystem: A dynamic complex of plant, animal, and microorganism
communities and their non-living environment interacting as a
functional unit.

Ecosystem approach: A strategy for the integrated management of
land, water, and living resources that promotes conservation and sus-
tainable use. An ecosystem approach is based on the application of
appropriate scientific methods focused on levels of biological organi-
zation, which encompass the essential structure, processes, functions,
and interactions among organisms and their environment. It recog-
nizes that humans, with their cultural diversity, are an integral com-
ponent of many ecosystems.

Ecosystem assessment: A social process through which the findings
of science concerning the causes of ecosystem change, their conse-
quences for human well-being, and management and policy options
are brought to bear on the needs of decision-makers.

Ecosystem boundary: The spatial delimitation of an ecosystem, typi-
cally based on discontinuities in the distribution of organisms, the
biophysical environment (soil types, drainage basins, depth in a
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water body), and spatial interactions (home ranges, migration pat-
terns, fluxes of matter).

Ecosystem change: Any variation in the state, outputs, or structure
of an ecosystem.

Ecosystem function: See Ecosystem process.
Ecosystem interactions: Exchanges of materials, energy, and infor-

mation within and among ecosystems.
Ecosystem management: An approach to maintaining or restoring

the composition, structure, function, and delivery of services of nat-
ural and modified ecosystems for the goal of achieving sustainability.
It is based on an adaptive, collaboratively developed vision of desired
future conditions that integrates ecological, socioeconomic, and in-
stitutional perspectives, applied within a geographic framework, and
defined primarily by natural ecological boundaries.

Ecosystem process: An intrinsic ecosystem characteristic whereby an
ecosystem maintains its integrity. Ecosystem processes include de-
composition, production, nutrient cycling, and fluxes of nutrients
and energy.

Ecosystem properties: The size, biodiversity, stability, degree of or-
ganization, internal exchanges of materials, energy, and information
among different pools, and other properties that characterize an eco-
system. Includes ecosystem functions and processes.

Ecosystem resilience: See Resilience.
Ecosystem resistance: See Resistance.
Ecosystem robustness: See Ecosystem stability.
Ecosystem services: The benefits people obtain from ecosystems.

These include provisioning services such as food and water; regulating
services such as flood and disease control; cultural services such as spiri-
tual, recreational, and cultural benefits; and supporting services such as
nutrient cycling that maintain the conditions for life on Earth. The
concept ‘‘ecosystem goods and services’’ is synonymous with ecosys-
tem services.

Ecosystem stability (or ecosystem robustness): A description of the
dynamic properties of an ecosystem. An ecosystem is considered sta-
ble or robust if it returns to its original state after a perturbation,
exhibits low temporal variability, or does not change dramatically in
the face of a perturbation.

Elasticity: A measure of responsiveness of one variable to a change in
another, usually defined in terms of percentage change. For exam-
ple, own-price elasticity of demand is the percentage change in the
quantity demanded of a good for a 1% change in the price of that
good. Other common elasticity measures include supply and income
elasticity.

Emergent disease: Diseases that have recently increased in incidence,
impact, or geographic range; that are caused by pathogens that have
recently evolved; that are newly discovered; or that have recently
changed their clinical presentation.

Emergent property: A phenomenon that is not evident in the constit-
uent parts of a system but that appears when they interact in the
system as a whole.

Enabling conditions: Critical preconditions for success of responses,
including political, institutional, social, economic, and ecological
factors.

Endangered species: Species that face a very high risk of extinction
in the wild. See also Threatened species.

Endemic (in ecology): A species or higher taxonomic unit found
only within a specific area.

Endemic (in health): The constant presence of a disease or infectious
agent within a given geographic area or population group; may also
refer to the usual prevalence of a given disease within such area or
group.

Endemism: The fraction of species that is endemic relative to the total
number of species found in a specific area.

Epistemology: The theory of knowledge, or a ‘‘way of knowing.’’
Equity: Fairness of rights, distribution, and access. Depending on con-

text, this can refer to resources, services, or power.
Eutrophication: The increase in additions of nutrients to freshwater

or marine systems, which leads to increases in plant growth and
often to undesirable changes in ecosystem structure and function.

Evapotranspiration: See Transpiration.
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Existence value: The value that individuals place on knowing that a
resource exists, even if they never use that resource (also sometimes
known as conservation value or passive use value).

Exotic species: See Alien species.
Externality: A consequence of an action that affects someone other

than the agent undertaking that action and for which the agent is
neither compensated nor penalized through the markets. Externali-
ties can be positive or negative.

Feedback: See Negative feedback, Positive feedback, and Cross-scale feed-
back.

Fishery: A particular kind of fishing activity, e.g., a trawl fishery, or a
particular species targeted, e.g., a cod fishery or salmon fishery.

Fish stock: See Stock.
Fixed nitrogen: See Reactive nitrogen.
Flyway: Areas of the world used by migratory birds in moving be-

tween breeding and wintering grounds.
Forest systems: Systems in which trees are the predominant life forms.

Statistics reported in this assessment are based on areas that are domi-
nated by trees (perennial woody plants taller than five meters at ma-
turity), where the tree crown cover exceeds 10%, and where the
area is more than 0.5 hectares. ‘‘Open forests’’ have a canopy cover
between 10% and 40%, and ‘‘closed forests’’ a canopy cover of more
than 40%. ‘‘Fragmented forests’’ refer to mosaics of forest patches
and non-forest land. See also System.

Freedom: The range of options a person has in deciding the kind of
life to lead.

Functional diversity: The value, range, and relative abundance of
traits present in the organisms in an ecological community.

Functional redundancy (� functional compensation): A characteris-
tic of ecosystems in which more than one species in the system can
carry out a particular process. Redundancy may be total or partial—
that is, a species may not be able to completely replace the other
species or it may compensate only some of the processes in which
the other species are involved.

Functional types (� functional groups � guilds): Groups of organ-
isms that respond to the environment or affect ecosystem processes
in a similar way. Examples of plant functional types include nitro-
gen-fixer versus non-fixer, stress-tolerant versus ruderal versus com-
petitor, resprouter versus seeder, deciduous versus evergreen.
Examples of animal functional types include granivorous versus
fleshy-fruit eater, nocturnal versus diurnal predator, browser versus
grazer.

Geographic information system: A computerized system organizing
data sets through a geographical referencing of all data included in
its collections.

Globalization: The increasing integration of economies and societies
around the world, particularly through trade and financial flows, and
the transfer of culture and technology.

Global scale: The geographical realm encompassing all of Earth.
Governance: The process of regulating human behavior in accordance

with shared objectives. The term includes both governmental and
nongovernmental mechanisms.

Health, human: A state of complete physical, mental, and social well-
being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity. The health
of a whole community or population is reflected in measurements
of disease incidence and prevalence, age-specific death rates, and life
expectancy.

High seas: The area outside of national jurisdiction, i.e., beyond each
nation’s Exclusive Economic Zone or other territorial waters.

Human well-being: See Well-being.
Income poverty: See Poverty.
Indicator: Information based on measured data used to represent a

particular attribute, characteristic, or property of a system.
Indigenous knowledge (or local knowledge): The knowledge that is

unique to a given culture or society.
Indirect interaction: Those interactions among species in which a

species, through direct interaction with another species or modifi-
cation of resources, alters the abundance of a third species with
which it is not directly interacting. Indirect interactions can be tro-
phic or nontrophic in nature.
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Indirect use value: The benefits derived from the goods and services
provided by an ecosystem that are used indirectly by an economic
agent. For example, an agent at some distance from an ecosystem
may derive benefits from drinking water that has been purified as it
passed through the ecosystem. (Compare Direct use value.)

Infant mortality rate: Number of deaths of infants aged 0–12 months
divided by the number of live births.

Inland water systems: Permanent water bodies other than salt-water
systems on the coast, seas and oceans. Includes rivers, lakes, reser-
voirs wetlands and inland saline lakes and marshes. See also System.

Institutions: The rules that guide how people within societies live,
work, and interact with each other. Formal institutions are written
or codified rules. Examples of formal institutions would be the con-
stitution, the judiciary laws, the organized market, and property
rights. Informal institutions are rules governed by social and behav-
ioral norms of the society, family, or community. Also referred to as
organizations.

Integrated coastal zone management: Approaches that integrate
economic, social, and ecological perspectives for the management
of coastal resources and areas.

Integrated conservation and development projects: Initiatives
that aim to link biodiversity conservation and development.

Integrated pest management: Any practices that attempt to capital-
ize on natural processes that reduce pest abundance. Sometimes used
to refer to monitoring programs where farmers apply pesticides to
improve economic efficiency (reducing application rates and im-
proving profitability).

Integrated responses: Responses that address degradation of ecosys-
tem services across a number of systems simultaneously or that also
explicitly include objectives to enhance human well-being.

Integrated river basin management: Integration of water planning
and management with environmental, social, and economic devel-
opment concerns, with an explicit objective of improving human
welfare.

Interventions: See Responses.
Intrinsic value: The value of someone or something in and for itself,

irrespective of its utility for people.
Invasibility: Intrinsic susceptibility of an ecosystem to be invaded by

an alien species.
Invasive alien species: An alien species whose establishment and

spread modifies ecosystems, habitats, or species.
Irreversibility: The quality of being impossible or difficult to return

to, or to restore to, a former condition. See also Option value, Precau-
tionary principle, Resilience, and Threshold.

Island systems: Lands isolated by surrounding water, with a high pro-
portion of coast to hinterland. The degree of isolation from the
mainland in both natural and social aspects is accounted by the isola
effect. See also System.

Isola effect: Environmental issues that are unique to island systems.
This uniqueness takes into account the physical seclusion of islands
as isolated pieces of land exposed to marine or climatic disturbances
with a more limited access to space, products, and services when
compared with most continental areas, but also includes subjective
issues such as the perceptions and attitudes of islanders themselves.

Keystone species: A species whose impact on the community is dis-
proportionately large relative to its abundance. Effects can be pro-
duced by consumption (trophic interactions), competition,
mutualism, dispersal, pollination, disease, or habitat modification
(nontrophic interactions).

Land cover: The physical coverage of land, usually expressed in terms
of vegetation cover or lack of it. Related to, but not synonymous
with, land use.

Landscape: An area of land that contains a mosaic of ecosystems, in-
cluding human-dominated ecosystems. The term cultural landscape
is often used when referring to landscapes containing significant
human populations or in which there has been significant human
influence on the land.

Landscape unit: A portion of relatively homogenous land cover
within the local-to-regional landscape.
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Land use: The human use of a piece of land for a certain purpose (such
as irrigated agriculture or recreation). Influenced by, but not synon-
ymous with, land cover.

Length of growing period: The total number of days in a year during
which rainfall exceeds one half of potential evapotranspiration. For
boreal and temperate zone, growing season is usually defined as a
number of days with the average daily temperature that exceeds a
definite threshold, such as 10� Celsius.

Local knowledge: See Indigenous knowledge.
Mainstreaming: Incorporating a specific concern, e.g. sustainable use

of ecosystems, into policies and actions.
Malnutrition: A state of bad nourishment. Malnutrition refers both to

undernutrition and overnutrition, as well as to conditions arising
from dietary imbalances leading to diet-related noncommunicable
diseases.

Marginal abatement cost: The cost of abating an incremental unit
of, for instance, a pollutant.

Marine system: Marine waters from the low-water mark to the high
seas that support marine capture fisheries, as well as deepwater (�50
meters) habitats. Four sub-divisions (marine biomes) are recognized:
the coastal boundary zone; trade-winds; westerlies; and polar.

Market-based instruments: Mechanisms that create a market for
ecosystem services in order to improving the efficiency in the way
the service is used. The term is used for mechanisms that create new
markets, but also for responses such as taxes, subsidies, or regulations
that affect existing markets.

Market failure: The inability of a market to capture the correct values
of ecosystem services.

Mitigation: An anthropogenic intervention to reduce negative or un-
sustainable uses of ecosystems or to enhance sustainable practices.

Mountain system: High-altitude (greater than 2,500 meters) areas and
steep mid-altitude (1,000 meters at the equator, decreasing to sea
level where alpine life zones meet polar life zones at high latitudes)
areas, excluding large plateaus.

Negative feedback: Feedback that has a net effect of dampening per-
turbation.

Net primary productivity: See Production, biological.
Non-linearity: A relationship or process in which a small change in

the value of a driver (i.e., an independent variable) produces an dis-
proportionate change in the outcome (i.e., the dependent variable).
Relationships where there is a sudden discontinuity or change in
rate are sometimes referred to as abrupt and often form the basis of
thresholds. In loose terms, they may lead to unexpected outcomes
or ‘‘surprises.’’

Nutrient cycling: The processes by which elements are extracted from
their mineral, aquatic, or atmospheric sources or recycled from their
organic forms, converting them to the ionic form in which biotic
uptake occurs and ultimately returning them to the atmosphere,
water, or soil.

Nutrients: The approximately 20 chemical elements known to be es-
sential for the growth of living organisms, including nitrogen, sulfur,
phosphorus, and carbon.

Open access resource: A good or service over which no property
rights are recognized.

Opportunity cost: The benefits forgone by undertaking one activity
instead of another.

Option value: The value of preserving the option to use services in
the future either by oneself (option value) or by others or heirs (be-
quest value). Quasi-option value represents the value of avoiding
irreversible decisions until new information reveals whether certain
ecosystem services have values society is not currently aware of.

Organic farming: Crop and livestock production systems that do not
make use of synthetic fertilizers, pesticides, or herbicides. May also
include restrictions on the use of transgenic crops (genetically modi-
fied organisms).

Pastoralism, pastoral system: The use of domestic animals as a pri-
mary means for obtaining resources from habitats.

Perturbation: An imposed movement of a system away from its cur-
rent state.
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Polar system: Treeless lands at high latitudes. Includes Arctic and Ant-
arctic areas, where the polar system merges with the northern boreal
forest and the Southern Ocean respectively. See also System.

Policy failure: A situation in which government policies create ineffi-
ciencies in the use of goods and services.

Policy-maker: A person with power to influence or determine poli-
cies and practices at an international, national, regional, or local
level.

Pollination: A process in the sexual phase of reproduction in some
plants caused by the transportation of pollen. In the context of eco-
system services, pollination generally refers to animal-assisted polli-
nation, such as that done by bees, rather than wind pollination.

Population, biological: A group of individuals of the same species,
occupying a defined area, and usually isolated to some degree from
other similar groups. Populations can be relatively reproductively
isolated and adapted to local environments.

Population, human: A collection of living people in a given area.
(Compare Community (human, local).)

Positive feedback: Feedback that has a net effect of amplifying pertur-
bation.

Poverty: The pronounced deprivation of well-being. Income poverty
refers to a particular formulation expressed solely in terms of per
capita or household income.

Precautionary principle: The management concept stating that in
cases ‘‘where there are threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack
of full scientific certainty shall not be used as a reason for postponing
cost-effective measures to prevent environmental degradation,’’ as
defined in the Rio Declaration.

Prediction (or forecast): The result of an attempt to produce a most
likely description or estimate of the actual evolution of a variable or
system in the future. See also Projection and Scenario.

Primary production: See Production, biological.
Private costs and benefits: Costs and benefits directly felt by individ-

ual economic agents or groups as seen from their perspective. (Ex-
ternalities imposed on others are ignored.) Costs and benefits are
valued at the prices actually paid or received by the group, even if
these prices are highly distorted. Sometimes termed ‘‘financial’’ costs
and benefits. (Compare Social costs and benefits.)

Probability distribution: A distribution that shows all the values that
a random variable can take and the likelihood that each will occur.

Production, biological: Rate of biomass produced by an ecosystem,
generally expressed as biomass produced per unit of time per unit of
surface or volume. Net primary productivity is defined as the energy
fixed by plants minus their respiration.

Production, economic: Output of a system.
Productivity, biological: See Production, biological.
Productivity, economic: Capacity of a system to produce high levels

of output or responsiveness of the output of a system to inputs.
Projection: A potential future evolution of a quantity or set of quanti-

ties, often computed with the aid of a model. Projections are distin-
guished from ‘‘predictions’’ in order to emphasize that projections
involve assumptions concerning, for example, future socioeconomic
and technological developments that may or may not be realized;
they are therefore subject to substantial uncertainty.

Property rights: The right to specific uses, perhaps including ex-
change in a market, of ecosystems and their services.

Provisioning services: The products obtained from ecosystems, in-
cluding, for example, genetic resources, food and fiber, and fresh
water.

Public good: A good or service in which the benefit received by any
one party does not diminish the availability of the benefits to others,
and where access to the good cannot be restricted.

Reactive nitrogen (or fixed nitrogen): The forms of nitrogen that are
generally available to organisms, such as ammonia, nitrate, and or-
ganic nitrogen. Nitrogen gas (or dinitrogen), which is the major
component of the atmosphere, is inert to most organisms.

Realm: Used to describe the three major types of ecosystems on earth:
terrestrial, freshwater, and marine. Differs fundamentally from bio-
geographic realm.
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Reforestation: Planting of forests on lands that have previously con-
tained forest but have since been converted to some other use.
(Compare Afforestation.)

Regime shift: A rapid reorganization of an ecosystem from one rela-
tively stable state to another.

Regulating services: The benefits obtained from the regulation of
ecosystem processes, including, for example, the regulation of cli-
mate, water, and some human diseases.

Relative abundance: See Abundance.
Reporting unit: The spatial or temporal unit at which assessment or

analysis findings are reported. In an assessment, these units are cho-
sen to maximize policy relevance or relevance to the public and thus
may differ from those upon which the analyses were conducted
(e.g., analyses conducted on mapped ecosystems can be reported on
administrative units). See also System.

Resilience: The level of disturbance that an ecosystem can undergo
without crossing a threshold to a situation with different structure
or outputs. Resilience depends on ecological dynamics as well as the
organizational and institutional capacity to understand, manage, and
respond to these dynamics.

Resistance: The capacity of an ecosystem to withstand the impacts of
drivers without displacement from its present state.

Responses: Human actions, including policies, strategies, and inter-
ventions, to address specific issues, needs, opportunities, or prob-
lems. In the context of ecosystem management, responses may be of
legal, technical, institutional, economic, and behavioral nature and
may operate at various spatial and time scales.

Riparian: Something related to, living on, or located at the banks of a
watercourse, usually a river or stream.

Safe minimum standard: A decision analytical framework in which
the benefits of ecosystem services are assumed to be incalculable and
should be preserved unless the costs of doing so rise to an intolerable
level, thus shifting the burden of proof to those who would convert
them.

Salinization: The buildup of salts in soils.
Scale: The measurable dimensions of phenomena or observations. Ex-

pressed in physical units, such as meters, years, population size, or
quantities moved or exchanged. In observation, scale determines the
relative fineness and coarseness of different detail and the selectivity
among patterns these data may form.

Scenario: A plausible and often simplified description of how the fu-
ture may develop, based on a coherent and internally consistent set
of assumptions about key driving forces (e.g., rate of technology
change, prices) and relationships. Scenarios are neither predictions
nor projections and sometimes may be based on a ‘‘narrative story-
line.’’ Scenarios may include projections but are often based on ad-
ditional information from other sources.

Security: Access to resources, safety, and the ability to live in a predict-
able and controllable environment.

Service: See Ecosystem services.
Social costs and benefits: Costs and benefits as seen from the perspec-

tive of society as a whole. These differ from private costs and bene-
fits in being more inclusive (all costs and benefits borne by some
member of society are taken into account) and in being valued at
social opportunity cost rather than market prices, where these differ.
Sometimes termed ‘‘economic’’ costs and benefits. (Compare Private
costs and benefits.)

Social incentives: Measures that lower transaction costs by facilitating
trust-building and learning as well as rewarding collaboration and
conflict resolution. Social incentives are often provided by bridging
organizations.

Socioecological system: An ecosystem, the management of this eco-
system by actors and organizations, and the rules, social norms, and
conventions underlying this management. (Compare System.)

Soft law: Non-legally binding instruments, such as guidelines, stan-
dards, criteria, codes of practice, resolutions, and principles or decla-
rations, that states establish to implement national laws.

Soil fertility: The potential of the soil to supply nutrient elements in
the quantity, form, and proportion required to support optimum
plant growth. See also Nutrients.
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Speciation: The formation of new species.
Species: An interbreeding group of organisms that is reproductively

isolated from all other organisms, although there are many partial
exceptions to this rule in particular taxa. Operationally, the term
species is a generally agreed fundamental taxonomic unit, based on
morphological or genetic similarity, that once described and ac-
cepted is associated with a unique scientific name.

Species diversity: Biodiversity at the species level, often combining
aspects of species richness, their relative abundance, and their dissim-
ilarity.

Species richness: The number of species within a given sample, com-
munity, or area.

Statistical variation: Variability in data due to error in measurement,
error in sampling, or variation in the measured quantity itself.

Stock (in fisheries): The population or biomass of a fishery resource.
Such stocks are usually identified by their location. They can be, but
are not always, genetically discrete from other stocks.

Stoichiometry, ecological: The relatively constant proportions of the
different nutrients in plant or animal biomass that set constraints on
production. Nutrients only available in lower proportions are likely
to limit growth.

Storyline: A narrative description of a scenario, which highlights its
main features and the relationships between the scenario’s driving
forces and its main features.

Strategies: See Responses.
Streamflow: The quantity of water flowing in a watercourse.
Subsidiarity, principle of: The notion of devolving decision-making

authority to the lowest appropriate level.
Subsidy: Transfer of resources to an entity, which either reduces the

operating costs or increases the revenues of such entity for the pur-
pose of achieving some objective.

Subsistence: An activity in which the output is mostly for the use of
the individual person doing it, or their family, and which is a sig-
nificant component of their livelihood.

Subspecies: A population that is distinct from, and partially reproduc-
tively isolated from, other populations of a species but that has not
yet diverged sufficiently that interbreeding is impossible.

Supporting services: Ecosystem services that are necessary for the
production of all other ecosystem services. Some examples include
biomass production, production of atmospheric oxygen, soil forma-
tion and retention, nutrient cycling, water cycling, and provisioning
of habitat.

Sustainability: A characteristic or state whereby the needs of the pres-
ent and local population can be met without compromising the abil-
ity of future generations or populations in other locations to meet
their needs.

Sustainable use (of an ecosystem): Human use of an ecosystem so that
it may yield a continuous benefit to present generations while main-
taining its potential to meet the needs and aspirations of future gen-
erations.

Symbiosis: Close and usually obligatory relationship between two or-
ganisms of different species, not necessarily to their mutual benefit.

Synergy: When the combined effect of several forces operating is
greater than the sum of the separate effects of the forces.

System: In the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, reporting units that
are ecosystem-based but at a level of aggregation far higher than that
usually applied to ecosystems. Thus the system includes many com-
ponent ecosystems, some of which may not strongly interact with
each other, that may be spatially separate, or that may be of a differ-
ent type to the ecosystems that constitute the majority, or matrix, of
the system overall. The system includes the social and economic
systems that have an impact on and are affected by the ecosystems
included within it. For example, the Condition and Trend Working
Group refers to ‘‘forest systems,’’ ‘‘cultivated systems,’’ ‘‘mountain
systems,’’ and so on. Systems thus defined are not mutually exclu-
sive, and are permitted to overlap spatially or conceptually. For in-
stance, the ‘‘cultivated system’’ may include areas of ‘‘dryland
system’’ and vice versa.

Taxon (pl. taxa): The named classification unit to which individuals or
sets of species are assigned. Higher taxa are those above the species
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level. For example, the common mouse, Mus musculus, belongs to
the Genus Mus, the Family Muridae, and the Class Mammalia.

Taxonomy: A system of nested categories (taxa) reflecting evolution-
ary relationships or morphological similarity.

Tenure: See Property rights, although also sometimes used more spe-
cifically in reference to the temporal dimensions and security of
property rights.

Threatened species: Species that face a high (vulnerable species), very
high (endangered species), or extremely high (critically endangered species)
risk of extinction in the wild.

Threshold: A point or level at which new properties emerge in an
ecological, economic, or other system, invalidating predictions
based on mathematical relationships that apply at lower levels. For
example, species diversity of a landscape may decline steadily with
increasing habitat degradation to a certain point, then fall sharply
after a critical threshold of degradation is reached. Human behavior,
especially at group levels, sometimes exhibits threshold effects.
Thresholds at which irreversible changes occur are especially of con-
cern to decision-makers. (Compare Non-linearity.)

Time series data: A set of data that expresses a particular variable
measured over time.

Total economic value framework: A widely used framework to dis-
aggregate the components of utilitarian value, including direct use
value, indirect use value, option value, quasi-option value, and existence
value.

Total factor productivity: A measure of the aggregate increase in
efficiency of use of inputs. TFP is the ratio of the quantity of output
divided by an index of the amount of inputs used. A common input
index uses as weights the share of the input in the total cost of pro-
duction.

Total fertility rate: The number of children a woman would give
birth to if through her lifetime she experienced the set of age-
specific fertility rates currently observed. Since age-specific rates
generally change over time, TFR does not in general give the actual
number of births a woman alive today can be expected to have.
Rather, it is a synthetic index meant to measure age-specific birth
rates in a given year.

Trade-off: Management choices that intentionally or otherwise change
the type, magnitude, and relative mix of services provided by eco-
systems.

Traditional ecological knowledge: The cumulative body of knowl-
edge, practices, and beliefs evolved by adaptive processes and handed
down through generations. TEK may or may not be indigenous or
local, but it is distinguished by the way in which it is acquired and
used, through the social process of learning and sharing knowledge.
(Compare Indigenous knowledge.)

Traditional knowledge: See Traditional ecological knowledge.
Traditional use: Exploitation of natural resources by indigenous users

or by nonindigenous residents using traditional methods. Local use
refers to exploitation by local residents.

Transpiration: The process by which water is drawn through plants
and returned to the air as water vapor. Evapotranspiration is com-
bined loss of water to the atmosphere via the processes of evapora-
tion and transpiration.

Travel cost methods: Economic valuation techniques that use ob-
served costs to travel to a destination to derive demand functions for
that destination.

Trend: A pattern of change over time, over and above short-term
fluctuations.

Trophic cascade: A chain reaction of top-down interactions across
multiple tropic levels. These occur when changes in the presence or
absence (or shifts in abundance) of a top predator alter the produc-
tion at several lower trophic levels. Such positive indirect effects of
top predators on lower tropic levels are mediated by the consump-
tion of mid-level consumers (generally herbivores).

Trophic level: The average level of an organism within a food web,
with plants having a trophic level of 1, herbivores 2, first-order car-
nivores 3, and so on.

Umbrella species: Species that have either large habitat needs or other
requirements whose conservation results in many other species
being conserved at the ecosystem or landscape level.
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Uncertainty: An expression of the degree to which a future condition
(e.g., of an ecosystem) is unknown. Uncertainty can result from lack
of information or from disagreement about what is known or even
knowable. It may have many types of sources, from quantifiable
errors in the data to ambiguously defined terminology or uncertain
projections of human behavior. Uncertainty can therefore be repre-
sented by quantitative measures (e.g., a range of values calculated by
various models) or by qualitative statements (e.g., reflecting the
judgment of a team of experts).

Urbanization: An increase in the proportion of the population living
in urban areas.

Urban systems: Built environments with a high human population
density. Operationally defined as human settlements with a mini-
mum population density commonly in the range of 400 to 1,000
persons per square kilometer, minimum size of typically between
1,000 and 5,000 people, and maximum agricultural employment
usually in the vicinity of 50–75%. See also System.

Utility: In economics, the measure of the degree of satisfaction or hap-
piness of a person.

Valuation: The process of expressing a value for a particular good or
service in a certain context (e.g., of decision-making) usually in
terms of something that can be counted, often money, but also
through methods and measures from other disciplines (sociology,
ecology, and so on). See also Value.

Value: The contribution of an action or object to user-specified goals,
objectives, or conditions. (Compare Valuation.)

Value systems: Norms and precepts that guide human judgment and
action.

Voluntary measures: Measures that are adopted by firms or other
actors in the absence of government mandates.
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Vulnerability: Exposure to contingencies and stress, and the difficulty
in coping with them. Three major dimensions of vulnerability are
involved: exposure to stresses, perturbations, and shocks; the sensi-
tivity of people, places, ecosystems, and species to the stress or per-
turbation, including their capacity to anticipate and cope with the
stress; and the resilience of the exposed people, places, ecosystems,
and species in terms of their capacity to absorb shocks and perturba-
tions while maintaining function.

Vulnerable species: Species that face a high risk of extinction in the
wild. See also Threatened species.

Water scarcity: A water supply that limits food production, human
health, and economic development. Severe scarcity is taken to be
equivalent to 1,000 cubic meters per year per person or greater than
40% use relative to supply.

Watershed (also catchment basin): The land area that drains into a
particular watercourse or body of water. Sometimes used to describe
the dividing line of high ground between two catchment basins.

Water stress: See Water scarcity.
Well-being: A context- and situation-dependent state, comprising

basic material for a good life, freedom and choice, health and bodily
well-being, good social relations, security, peace of mind, and spiri-
tual experience.

Wetlands: Areas of marsh, fen, peatland, or water, whether natural or
artificial, permanent or temporary, with water that is static or flow-
ing, fresh, brackish or salt, including areas of marine water the depth
of which at low tide does not exceed six meters. May incorporate
riparian and coastal zones adjacent to the wetlands and islands or
bodies of marine water deeper than six meters at low tide laying
within the wetlands.

Wise use (of an ecosystem): Sustainable utilization for the benefit of
humankind in a way compatible with the maintenance of the natural
properties of the ecosystem
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scenarios outcome, 49, 56

Soil formation

trends, 24

Southern Africa

land use change scenarios, 90

Southern African Regional Assessment, 86

Species

decline, 18

extinctions, 18, 18, 33

management, 71

See also Biodiversity

Spiritual values

importance, 85

scenarios outcome, 49

sub-global assessments, 85

trends, 23

Stakeholders

empowerment, 68

knowledge, 92

participation, 56, 61–62, 89–90

trade-offs, 62

Storm regulation

response options and effectiveness, 77–78

scenarios outcome, 49

Sub-global assessments

capacity building, 93, 96

chart, ix

conceptual frameworks, 93, 94

constraints, 95

description, 84

differing from global analyses, 87

lessons for future assessments, 93–96

map, 85

outcomes, 96

process, 94–95, 95

tools and methodologies, 96

use of scenarios, 89

working with users, 96

Sub-global Assessments Working Group, x

Subsidies, 67

Supporting services

current state and trends, 24, 29

definition, vii

human well-being, 4
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future, 43
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policy changes, 56

provisioning services, 55
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theme, 46
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trends, 21, 26
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ecotourism, 24, 49, 80
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effectiveness, 75, 79

Trade-offs
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response strategies, 62
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current state and trends, 34–35

human well-being, 34
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aesthetic, 24, 49

ecosystem services, 10–11, 11, 37, 69, 90

ecosystem types, 38
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Waste management

detoxification, 28

response options and effectiveness, 80–81

trends, 23

See also Pollution

Water resources

groundwater, 31

and human population map, 88

impact on biodiversity, 52

response options and effectiveness, 72

rights, 87

scenarios, 49, 51

trade-offs with food production, 53, 54

trends, 22, 23, 24

See also Freshwater systems

Well-being. See Human well-being

Wetlands

in drylands, 31

ecological well-being, 29

loss, 30–31

response options and effectiveness, 74

scenarios, 52

sustainable management, 38

valuation, 38

Wild foods, 21, 26

Wood harvesting

response options and effectiveness, 75–77

shortages, 86

trends, 21, 26
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